The Ethnic Identity in the Caribbean Postcolonial Society: A Study of Earl lovelace's The Wine of Astonishment by Rangaswamy, Deepak Thorenoor
Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies                                  ISSN: 2321-8819 (Online) 
Volume 2, Issue 7, July 2014                                    2348-7186 (Print)   
     Impact Factor: 0.923 
    
 
                                                                       Available online at www.ajms.co.in  131 
The Ethnic Identity in the Caribbean Postcolonial Society: A study of Earl Lovelace’s 
The Wine of Astonishment 
Deepak. T. R. 
Assistant Professor and Head. Department of English. Government First Grade College.               
Krishna Raja Nagar – 571 602. Mysore District. Karnataka. India. 
 
Abstract: Postcolonialism is an important discourse in the trajectory of cultural agency and 
literary studies. Terms such as ‗ethnicity‘ and ‗race‘ have generated extensive discussion and 
debate. This paper presents an analysis of the experience of an ethnic identity in Earl Lovelace‘s 
The Wine of Astonishment. It intends to show light on the extensive analysis of this work within 
the existing criticism. All the fictions of Lovelace have been studied as part of the preparation of 
this paper. However the selection has been made to concentrate on The Wine of Astonishment. 
Lovelace belongs to the post-independence wave of Caribbean writers. His novels grapple with 
issues of newly independent Trinidad and Tobago and by extension the Caribbean. He is 
concerned with the history of the society and the region, the society‘s political ideology, ethnic 
groups in Trinidad and Tobago, cultural consciousness as well as individual growth and 
development. Throughout the world ethnicity has been a critical factor in elements of social 
importance and everyday communal activities. This is true of post-colonial and underdeveloped 
societies like Caribbean. The ethnic identity is evident in Earl Lovelace‘s fiction. The colonial 
legacies and social constructions of oppressions such as ethnicity, race, class and gender are 
explored in The Wine of Astonishment. So my research article is an attempt to examine the 
fiction of Earl Lovelace from the perspective of politics of the ethnic identity in the Caribbean 
within the postcolonial framework. 
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Introduction: 
The novels of Earl Lovelace examine the 
effects of the history of slavery and colonialism on 
the psyche of Caribbean literature. He is concerned 
with the legacy of poverty and suffering, 
degradation, abuse of authority of postcolonial 
societies. His novels are peopled by the poor and 
under privileged, the ostracized, humble villagers, 
slum dwellers. He seeks to give them a voice and to 
show their resilience, their resistance, their 
creativity and their quest for personhood or self-
hood. Themes of self-government, national 
consciousness, leadership, political ideology, 
nationhood and ethnical identity are also treated in 
Lovelace‘s fiction.  
―Any discussion of ethnicity in Trinidad 
must begin with a discussion of Trinidadian 
history‖. ( Kelvin A. Yelvington, 3 ) 
Earl Lovelace is one of the most endearing 
writers and his works have elicited serious analysis 
and treatment by research scholars and students of 
Caribbean literature. He is an internationally 
acclaimed writer and has been able to achieve this 
from his home base in Trinidad. It is revealed that 
the time spent in the remote village of Valencia 
propelled him to become a novelist, and since it 
was ―about getting into the bowels of the culture in 
a way I could not have by any other means that I 
know‖ (Hackett, 1998).  
Derek Walcott states that, ―Earl 
Lovelace’s fiction is confident in its rhythms, in the 
authority of its setting, driven by an exultant 
compassion for its characters” (Walcott, 1984). 
Earl Lovelace was born in 1935 in Toco, 
Trinidad and grew up in Tobago. He worked for 
the ‗Trinidad Guardian‘, then for the department of 
forestry and later as an agricultural assistant for the 
department of agriculture. He studied in the United 
States at Howard University, Washington (1966-
67) and received his M.A. in English from John 
Hopkins University in 1974. Earl Lovelace‘s works 
include the following books: While Gods Are 
Falling(1965), The Schoolmaster(1968), The 
Dragon Can’t Dance(1979), The Wine of 
Astonishment(1983), Salt(1997), Is Just A 
Movie(2011), short story collection A Brief 
Conversion and Other Stories(1988), play 
collection Jestina’s Calypso and Other Plays(1984) 
and essay collection Growing In The Dark: 
Selected Essays(2003). 
Many of the West Indian writers who 
produced powerful writings from their experiences 
are Wilson Harris, George Lamming, Samuel 
Selvon, V.S.Naipaul, Jean Rhys, Earl Lovelace, 
etc. They are amongst the most significant 
novelists of the twentieth century who represented 
Caribbean culture as a product of the history, 
geography and political system. Being a collection 
of settler nations, Caribbean has been shaped by 
waves of migration that have combined to form a 
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unique blend of customs, cuisine and traditions. As 
Kenneth Ramchand observed: 
―It is not unique for novelists 
to be regarded as having 
something special to say their 
societies. But the West 
Indian novelists apply 
themselves with unusual 
urgency and unanimity to an 
analysis and interpretation of 
their society‖. ( Ramchand: 
West Indian Novel and Its 
Background, 1983:4 ) 
History has always been a major concern 
in Caribbean literature exerting in Mark McWatt‘s 
words,  
―an attempt almost obsessive 
influence upon the creative 
imagination of the West 
Indian writer‖ (McWatt, 12).  
The theme of migration and self-exile are 
a response both to a historical phenomenon and 
psychological colonial problem. A noteworthy 
function of the West Indian novel is that it is 
primarily at investigating and projecting the inner 
consciousness of the West Indian community. This 
view is expressed by George Lamming in The 
Pleasures of Exile(1960). By analyzing the 
historical relationship between the colonizer and 
the colonized, we can trace the roots of the 
‗colonial mentality‘ which plagues many West 
Indian societies. 
            Caribbean literature shows light on the 
plight of the people who are dispossessed; resulting 
from cultural conflicts, economic disparities and 
tensions emerging from the struggle for political 
power. Amerindians also known as the Caribs and 
Arawaks originally inhabited Trinidad. Columbus 
and the advent of Europeans decimated these 
indigenous people. Disease, warfare, murder, 
forced labour and rape contributed to the 
destruction and extermination of the Amerindians. 
Initially a colony of Spain, Trinidad was ceded to 
the British. 
             The English word ‗Ethnicity‘ is derived 
from the Greek word ethnos translated as ―nation‖. 
Writing about the usage of the term ―ethnic‖ in the 
ordinary language of Great Britain and the United 
States, in 1977 Wallman noted that, 
―The term ‗ethnic‘ popularly 
connotes‗[race]‘ in Britain, 
only less precisely, and with 
a lighter value load. In North 
America, by contrast,‗[race]‘ 
most commonly means 
colour, and ‗ethnics‘ are the 
descendents of relatively 
recent immigrants from non-
English-speaking countries. 
‗[Ethnic]‘ is not a noun in 
Britain. In effect there are no 
‗ethnics‘; there are only 
ethnic relations‖ (Wallman, 
1977). 
            An ethnic group is a collectivity within a 
larger population having real or putative common 
ancestry, memories of a shared past and a cultural 
focus upon one or more symbolic elements which 
define the groups‘ identity such as kinship, 
religion, language, shared territory, nationality or 
physical appearance. The origins of the terms 
ethnicity and ethnic group lay outside the 
experiences of racial minorities. W. Lloyd Warner 
(1995) was perhaps the first to use the term 
ethnicity distinguished between ethnic groups 
which he saw as characterized by cultural 
differences and racial groups, characterized 
substantially by physical differences. Deng (1997) 
defined ethnicity as, 
―an embodiment of 
values, institutions 
and patterns of 
behaviour, a 
composite whole 
representing a 
people‘s historical 
experience, 
aspirations and 
worldview‖ (Deng, 
1997). 
            The modern usage of ―ethnic group‖ came 
to reflect the different kinds of encounters 
industrialized states have had with external groups, 
such as immigrants and indigenous people; 
―ethnic‖ thus came to stand in opposition to 
―national‖, to refer to people with distinct cultural 
identities, who through migration or conquest, had 
become subject to a state or ―nation‖ with a 
different cultural mainstream. 
            Ethnic classification either externally 
imposed or intrinsically engendered, often defines 
people‘s membership to a group. Aside from social 
contrasts, ethnicity is innately more central to 
human experience and identity than race. In turn 
ethnic distinctiveness is more likely to invoke an 
innate sense of peoplehood. 
            In Caribbean islands, ethnic uniqueness 
provides an immediate identity marker both within 
a group and between groups. As is the case with 
racial categorization, ethnic categories are often 
perceived or discussed as though they are fixed and 
unchanging entities. However, ethnicity 
incorporates language, religion, demarcations of 
territory and other cultural traits, changes in 
people‘s affinity with any of them can occur 
overtime. The ethnic categorization should be 
viewed as somewhat subjective and dependent 
upon human perception and identity. In the milieu 
of fluidity, ethnic consciousness and ―way of life‖ 
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may be created and reinforced to maintain the 
statuesque at certain times and be transformed to 
embrace other social constructs at other times. 
Provided that choice, process and change are all 
central to ethnic identity, consciousness and 
categorization, ethnicity must not be viewed as 
entirely objective, permanent or static(Haug,1998). 
            Trinidad is the most economically 
developed and ethnically diverse of Caribbean 
islands, provides a fitting site for ethnical study. 
One finds several racially, culturally and ethnically 
exclusive groups struggling for power and jobs 
within an extraordinary small area. Afro-
Trinidadian and Tobagonian, Chinese Trinidadian 
and Tobagonian, Cocoa Panyols, Dougla, Indo-
Trinidadian and Tobagonian, Santa Rosa Carib 
Community and Tamil Diaspora are the ethnic 
groups of Trinidad descent. Edward Brathwaite 
says, 
―New ethnic groups such as 
Portuguese, Chinese, Indians 
were introduced. New 
colourations into the black / 
white / coloured 
stratification; New numerical 
dispositions, new religions: 
moslem / Hindu, new 
occupational specializations 
– cocoa / rice – farming and 
new cultural identities, 
problem and orientations 
were continuously introduced 
into the already fragmented 
world‖. (Brathwaite: 
Development of Creole 
Society in Jamaica, 1978 ). 
            The ethnic identity is evident in Earl 
Lovelace‘s fiction. The colonial legacies and social 
constructions of oppressions such as ethnicity, race, 
class and gender are explored in The Wine of 
Astonishment. It is the story of the struggle and 
agony of a Spiritual Baptist community, from the 
passing of the Prohibition Ordinance in 1917 until 
the lifting of the ban in 1951. It is a tale narrated by 
one of the followers of the church. Eva begins her 
narrative of the trials and sufferings of those of the 
Spiritual Baptist faith with the notion that there is a 
purpose behind it all. 
            Lovelace concentrates on the powerlessness 
of the black people in the Caribbean and the 
consequent struggle they must go through to 
achieve dignity and identity. In this fiction, the 
Spiritual Baptists are powerless against colonial 
law. It defines them as ―illegal and illegitimate.‖ 
The result is that they cannot admire and worship 
in the ―true Baptist way‖. Truly the followers 
Spiritual Baptist community are devoid of their 
inner voice. They cannot ring their bell, burn their 
incense, and light their candles; nor do their 
ministers  
―have the authority to marry anybody‖ (Lovelace: 
The Wine of Astonishment, 1986). 
Ivan Morton is a local political leader and 
elected by the people of different ethnic groups. 
Refusing to exercise the power that rightfully 
belongs to them, the people in their collective 
impotence look upon the scholar, intellectual, and 
politician—in this case, Ivan Morton—to fight for 
them. In an obvious criticism of Caribbean political 
leadership, Lovelace depicts Morton as a man who 
alienates himself from his community and finally 
betrays that community as he promotes his self-
interest. 
The betrayal makes him alone and one 
with the colonial overlord in the eyes of the village. 
He comes to the people only when he is seeking 
their votes. But once he is elected, he forgets the 
people and has no use for them. In time, the people 
come to see through these election gimmicks and 
begin to understand that  
―this sudden rush to answer 
applications for land, this 
sudden rush to put up crash 
programs to give a man a job 
for a week or two is just a trick 
for election‖ (Lovelace: The 
Wine of Astonishment, 1986). 
Lovelace writes that it is only when the 
people realize that the power is with them, only 
when they look inward to themselves, will they be 
able to achieve their dignity as a people. Eva is a 
clear-sighted and bold woman. She reveals this 
notion to her husband when he seeks to lay the 
blame for their predicament on Ivan Morton:  
―For if we didn‘t have the 
strength, if we didn‘t have the 
power, if we wasn‘t standing up 
on our own as a people, what 
was he there standing up for? 
We are a lot of people but we 
aren‘t a people‖ (Lovelace: The 
Wine of Astonishment, 1986). 
Eva makes an important differentiation 
between the nation and ethnic group in The Wine of 
Astonishment. Juneja cites Eva‘s differentiation to 
explore definitions of collective social groups 
(ethnic groups) as they apply to the struggle to 
create a just nation. Here Lovelace criticizes the 
different ethnic minorities of the Caribbean for 
showing too much emphasis on their political 
leaders and insufficient emphasis on themselves as 
a people.  
Lovelace is aware that the fight for 
peoplehood demands sacrifice, for which the 
people must accept full responsibility. In the novel, 
Bolo embodies that sacrifice. He must die so that 
the people can survive. Very early in the novel, Eva 
observes that  
The Ethnic Identity in the Caribbean Postcolonial Society: A study of Earl Lovelace‘s The Wine of Astonishment 
 
 
Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies, 2(7) July, 2014 134 
―the warrior was dying in the village as 
the chief figure‖ (Lovelace: The Wine of 
Astonishment, 1986).  
But he applauds the bold step been 
displayed by Eva. She gives the image of ethnic 
groups and their vivid role in postcolonial society. 
As a novelist he demonstrates his strength to 
deliver his narrative through Eva, herself a 
Spiritual Baptist. He captures both the language 
and the sentiments of the ethnic groups of the 
Baptist community with a sensibility that suggests 
a deep understanding of that religion. That he can 
sustain both for an entire novel is truly a mark of 
great skill as a writer. 
 In 1986 Marjorie Thorpe notes that this 
linguistic skill ―from the outset, encourages the 
reader to believe that he is in fact listening to the 
artless, unstructured narrative of a simple peasant 
woman” (Thorpe, 1986).  
Conclusion: 
In The Dragon Can’t Dance Lovelace had 
infused the rhythm of the steel band and calypso 
into the language of the ordinary folk. Here 
Lovelace infuses the rhythm of the Trinidad dialect 
and the Baptist sermon into the language of Eva in 
The Wine of Astonishment. At times, this language 
reflects the spirit possession characteristic of the 
Baptist church. As he had done in his previous 
novel, he eschews grammatical convention and 
chooses to focus on capturing the rhythm of the 
Baptist religious service in his writing.  
            Thus, the literary study examines the text of 
Trinidadian author which is grounded in subjective 
theory, also relies on postcolonial analysis, ethnical 
identity, political economy and a gendered 
approach. It throws light on what spiritual and 
creative resistance says about oppressive structures 
of identity and how such resistance works to create 
a just nation in which people retain their human 
dignity in Lovelace‘s discursive project. So my 
study is an attempt to examine the fiction of Earl 
Lovelace from the perspective of politics of the 
ethnic identity in the Caribbean within the 
postcolonial framework and his oeuvre as a 
historical and social background to the experience 
of ethnicity and politics in the Caribbean. 
             ―Lovelace evoke[s] Trinidad in a generous, 
torrential prose that seems to hold every 
complexity – of history, of ethnicity, of reason and 
magic alike – within its rushing energy‖                                                                                                    
( New York Times Book Review, 1988).
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